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Paul Marthers’ book Managing the Whole Student Life 
Cycle: A Handbook for Higher Ed is a helpful handbook 

for higher education professionals who support various 

stages of the student life cycle. While its target audience 

is administrators and “doers,” if you will, in higher ed, 

I would argue that it is also a book that would beneĲt 
leaders at the very top of the organization—those who 

may be developing programs in everything ȩom enroll-
ment management to student development to Ĳnancial 
aid and who want to understand how every piece of the 

puzzle Ĳts together to create something greater than 
any one piece can accomplish alone. Marthers draws 

not only on his decades of experience serving at both 

public and private institutions, but also provides practi-

cal examples and best practices for a range of scenarios. 

This “handbook” is timely in that, as Marthers points 

out, the college-going rate is declining, and the ROI on 

higher education is being questioned now more than 

ever. Reȩaming how campuses serve students, and un-

derstanding just who the students of today are, is of ut-

most importance. This book is an attempt to help higher 

education reĳect and reȩame their procedures to do 
that, no matter which stage of the process they are in.

As higher education continues to redeĲne its pur-
pose, and students and families continue to question its 

value, Marthers calls upon his invaluable experiences at 

a number of varied institutions and systems of higher 

education as well as the experiences of many other in-

stitutions to provide a handbook of best practices to 

guide readers. The term handbook is apropos, as once 

reviewed, the chapters are set up in a way to allow the 

reader to refer back to whichever of the book’s eleven 

areas may be most relevant at the time to their institu-

tion. Importantly, prior to diving into the subject matter 

areas that comprise student success, the book discusses 

how to structure units and divisions on campuses in 

order to facilitate cross-campus collaboration. What is 

helpful in the presentation of this discussion is that 

exemplars are provided for a number of campuses with 

multiple models. For example, an institution may feel it 

has a great onboarding, orientation, and Ĳrst-year pro-

cesses (chapter 2) but has not really yet established eq-

uity in student success programs (chapter 4). As within 
all chapters, readers will Ĳnd a series of guiding ques-
tions to help ȩame the discussions at their own campus.

Throughout the handbook, readers will Ĳnd that the 
tone with which the content is delivered is informative 

and inquisitive, not conȩontational. As mentioned pre-

viously, each section has guiding questions to help spark 

a conversation when discussing the topic on campus. 

For example, there has been much debate regarding 

standardized testing, and that continues. Marthers pres-

ents the case factually and oȬers questions on page 248 
such as, “Where are the strongest arguments for and 

against coming ȩom, and what are the cited reasons?” 
and “How will alumni react to a change in testing pol-
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icy?” and “Are there particular student populations or 

academic departments that will be advantaged or dis-

advantaged by a change in policy?” He is very measured 

in asking questions that invite multiple perspectives, 

regardless of the issue at hand. Given this approach, 

the handbook provides a resource for administrators 

to work with their colleagues to collectively tackle an 

issue, perhaps with a diȬerent perspective.
Marthers’ references are thorough, varied, and deep. 

It is clear that his foundational thinking— going back 

to John Dewey’s Democracy in Education in 1916, which is 
a fundamental thought piece for education—is present 

in his writing. Also clear is the presence and neces-

sity of grit in chapter eight, where he presents a great 

deal of his research and also draws on Angela Duck-

worth’s research. This handbook was released in 2022 
and includes early research on the pandemic’s impact 

on higher education.

As many campuses are struggling with enrollment, 

retention, and graduation, and as we are seeing demo-

graphics change in ways that we are underprepared but 

eager to assist, this handbook is a timely resource, and I 

would recommend it to higher education professionals 

in all areas — provosts, enrollment managers, student 

development, and presidents, among others. I would 

further argue, though Marthers did not touch on this, 

that development oȯcers would beneĲt ȩom this work 
as well. While they do not directly have a role in the 

student life cycle while on campus, they should play a 

role in the communications portion, as graduation ties 

back into alumni participation, and that is a part of the 

student life cycle.

The content in Managing the Whole Student Life Cycle is 
presented in an easy-to-read format and in a tone that 

is inquisitive, factual, and amicable. It is presented in a 

somewhat sequential nature in that it asks the reader to 

Ĳrst look at the structure of the life cycle and how it is 
established on their campus, and follows with ten ad-

ditional chapters beginning with onboarding, through 

the role of the faculty, and closing with lessons on mov-

ing forward. I would like to think that the title of the 

book was intentional in that the author chose “whole” 

instead of “entire” to imply that that there are many 

pieces of the cycle that make it complete and that if 

it is done well, that completeness will lead to greater 

student success. On a personal note, I had the opportu-

nity to work with Marthers during his time at SUNY as 

a member of the chief enrollment oȯcers’ group and 
found that this book is representative of his professional 

style: welcoming, helpful, and informative. I look for-

ward to his continued contributions to the Ĳeld and 
highly recommend this handbook.
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